An unexpected ring-opening of 3-aminobenzofurans promoted by NaOtBu in hot toluene, leading to a variety of -ketoimines is described. In the presence of 3-iodobenzofurans, NaOtBu mediates the 3-aminobenzofurans ringopening via a possible radical pathway without the help of any external radical sources.
INTRODUCTION
Combretastatin A-4 (CA-4, Figure 1 ) is a natural microtubule destabilizing drug, able to damage the vasculature cancer tumors causing central necrosis. 1 Recently, Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has granted orphan drug designation to its prodrug CA-4 phosphate (CA-4P) for the treatment of glioblastoma multiform and neuroendocrine tumors. 2 FIGURE 1. Representative Vascular Disrupting Agents and Rational Drug Design from CA-4 to isoCoQuin Derivatives 1 Although effective in antitumor therapy, CA-4 is not stable since its Z-double bond isomerizes during storage and administration leading to a 100-fold less active Estilbene. This problem was solved in our group by the discovery of isoCombretastatin A-4 (isoCA-4), and other analogues 3 including, azaisoerianin and various quinoline derivatives as isoCoQuin. For instance, isoCoQuin in which a quinaldine replaced the 3,4,5-trimethoxyphenyl A-ring of isoCA-4 has demonstrated low nanomolar potency against diverse tumor models and displayed antivascular properties identical to those of CA-4 and isoCA-4. Our studies around isoCoQuins were furthered to design, synthesize, and evaluate a novel panel of compounds of type 1 containing a benzofuran as B-ring encountered in BNC105, 4 a potent tubulin polymerization inhibitor. Initially, we applied efficient Buchwald-Hartwig coupling conditions, 5 for the coupling reaction of 4aminoquinaldine 2a with 3-iodobenzofuran 3a (R = Ph) to provide 4a using Pd2dba3 as the catalyst, XPhos as the ligand, NaOtBu as the base in hot toluene (Scheme 1). Surprisingly, the desired 4a was not detected and, instead, (Z)-α-ketoimine 5a, was obtained in 70% yield and evidenced by 1 H-NMR 6 and mass spectrometry. However by replacing sodium tert-butoxide (NaOtBu) by cesium carbonate (Cs2CO3), we were pleased to observe the formation of 4a, which turned out to be unstable 7 and was rapidly N-methylated, using NaH and CH3I providing 1a in 47% yield (two steps). Using these experimental conditions, targeted compounds 1b and 1c were synthesized and their antiproliferative activity was investigated against HCT116 human colon tumor cell lines. However, biological results revealed that compounds 1a-c exhibited a micromolar level of cytotoxicity, which was not sufficient to consider other structural modifications in this chemical series (see SI). SCHEME 1. Formation of Ketoimine 5a or isoCoQuins 1a-c from the Coupling of 2a with 3 Next, we focused our attention on the intriguing formation of -ketoimines of type 5. Although being interesting intermediates in synthetic organic reactions, the synthesis of -ketoimines is, however, poorly documented 8 and in particular those of compounds 5, which has never been reported. In this article we report the first 3-aminobenzofurans ring-opening 9 leading to αketoimines 5 under Buchwald-Hartwig coupling conditions.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
We began our investigations to increase the chemical yield in α-ketoimine 5b ( Table 1) using p-anisidine 2b and 3-iodobenzofuran 3b as model substrates (47%, entry 1). A total conversion was observed and compound 5b was isolated in 85% yield (entry 2) using an excess of NaOtBu (5 equiv), demonstrating that the base played a major role in the benzofuran ring-opening. We noted that replacing NaOtBu by LiOtBu and KOtBu (10 equiv) furnished 5b but with lower yields (25 and 60%, resp., entries 6 and 7), probably because the Buchwald coupling reaction was less efficient using these bases. Subsequently, the screening reaction conditions with respect to the phosphine ligand was investigated and revealed that, on the contrary to BINAP (L3), Xphos (L2) gave a comparable result with the one obtained with the bulky bidentate phosphine Xantphos (L1) providing 5b in 92% yield (entry 11). Finally, after screening other parameters (solvent, temperature and reaction time), our optimal conditions were found to require 2b (1 equiv), 3b (1.1 equiv), Pd2dba3 (5 mol %), Xphos (10 mol %), NaOtBu (5 equiv), in toluene in a sealed Schlenk tube at 140 °C for 16 h. Other bases as NaOMe, NaOEt, K2CO3, Na2CO3, K3PO4 and LiHMDS were evaluated under the condition of entry 4 but without any success as 2b and 3b were mainly found unchanged. c Yield of isolated product.
As control experiments, when the reaction was achieved in the absence of NaOtBu (or Pd2dba3 or XPhos), no reaction occurred and starting materials 2b and 3b remained unchanged. One can note that after recrystallization of 5b in dichloromethane/diethyl ether mixture (10:90), the structure of the ketoimine product (Z)-5b was confirmed by X-ray analysis (Figure 2 ).With these optimized conditions in hands, we then proceeded to investigate the scope of this transformation using various 3-iodobenzofurans 3 and aromatic amines 2. As can be seen in Scheme 2, employing a variety of electron-rich anilines with 3-iodo-2-phenylbenzofurans 3a and 3b, -ketoimines 5b-h were obtained in good to excellent yields ranging from 62 to 98% yield. An acceptable yield of 50% was obtained using the less nucleophilic p-nitroaniline to give the expected ketoimine 5i. Substituents on the aromatic ring on the C-2 position of the benzofuran nucleus were also permitted as it could be observed with -ketoimines 5j,k (75 and 86%, respectively). However, when mixing 4methoxyaniline 2b with benzofurans having an electronwithdrawing group on C5 (CO2Me) or having an alkyl chain (n-Bu) on C2, starting materials were found unchanged suggesting that Buchwald coupling-reactions failed and were not optimized with these benzofurans. We further investigated the influence of various aromatic amines, and were pleased to observe that heterocyclic amines as 4-aminoquinaldine, 9-methyl-9H-carbazol-3amine and 1-methyl-1H-indol-5-amine reacted well under SCHEME 2. Substrate Scope of α-Ketoimines 5b-o Formation under Pd-Coupling Conditions in the Presence of NaOtBu these conditions with 2-aryl-3-iodobenzofurans 3a, 3b and 3d to furnish the expected ketoimines 5l-o in good yields.
To gain some insight into the plausible mechanism of this unexpected ring-opening reaction, we next focused our attention on the role of NaOtBu, which seemed to be responsible of the benzofurans ring-opening. As depicted in Scheme 3, our current hypothesis favors a radical pathway. Beside the formation of 4-aminobenzofuran 4a through Buchwald-Hartwig coupling, we hypothesized that catalytic amounts of the radical species V • and tBuO • were formed together with NaI from the reaction between NaOtBu and 3-iodobenzofuran 3a.This hypothesis was assumed with regard to a previous report of Cuthbertson, 10 which showed that reaction of an aryliodide with KOtBu alone in hot toluene generated tBuO• radicals. Note that the formation of V • is supported by the presence in the crude reaction of small amounts of 2-phenylbenzofuran, which was detected by LC/MS at the end of the reaction. led to ketoimine 5a and regenerated tBuO • radical. This mechanistic hypothesis is also supported by Lavanya and Yamuna's works, which previously reported that 3aminobenzofurans were excellent antioxidants agents able to trap free radicals. 14 In order to determine the origin of the oxygen atom of ketoimine 5a, we then carried out the Buchwald coupling reaction of 2a with 3a in an oxygen-free glove box (O2 <0.2 ppm) using NaOtBu as the base. Under these conditions, the unstable diarylamine intermediate 4a was detected (NMR and LC/MS) as the main product in the crude mixture, and no trace of the ketoimine 5a was observed (absence of phenolic proton). This result demonstrated that the amount of O2 (air atmosphere or dissolved in toluene) at the beginning of the Buchwald reaction in the Schlenk tube was enough to promote the benzofuran ring-opening of 4a.
To get more insight into the radical-involving reaction pathway, control experiments were achieved in order to trap any radical species. To this end, 2a and 3a were reacted under standard conditions in the presence of radical traps (TEMPO or galvinoxyl, Scheme 4). Unfortunatly, the presence of TEMPO or galvinoxyl shut down completely the Buchwald coupling reaction as starting materials were recovered unchanged. We then asked ourselves whether an external tBuO• radical source could (i) accelerate the formation of 5a when the reaction was conducted in the presence of NaOtBu or (ii) allow obtaining 5a when the reaction was carried out in the presence of Cs2CO3. As depicted in Scheme 4, by adding in the mixtures ditbutylperoxide (DTBP, 5 equiv) again, the Buchwald coupling reaction did not occur as starting SCHEME 3. Possible Mechanism Leading to Ketoimine 5a materials 2a and 3a were mainly found unchanged. All these experiments indicate that additives such as radical traps or external sources of tBuO • are not welcome in the Schlenk tube at the beginning of the coupling reaction. 15 To demonstrate that 5a was formed from 4a in this novel process, a series of assays (reagents in blue, Scheme 4) were next performed from 4a, previously prepared using Cs2CO3 as the base. First, to determine if molecular oxygen was able to promote the benzofuran ring-opening of 4a, this latter was stirred under an O2 atmosphere in hot toluene (TLC control). Accordingly, 4a was slowly and totally consumed after 16 h of stirring in the Schlenk tube to furnish 5a but with a low yield of 28% together with many unidentified by-products. This result shows that molecular oxygen is not the only one responsible for the opening of benzofuran ring.
Since the source of bases played a crucial role in this process, diarylamine 4a was mixed with NaOtBu (5 equiv) in hot toluene. After 16 h of reaction at 140 °C, no trace of 5a was detected, clearly indicating that NaOtBu alone is not able to transform 4a into 5a. Next, we were interested to examine the behaviour of benzofuran 4a in the presence of DTPB. We were very pleased to observe, after only 3 h of reaction, the transformation of 4a into 5a in a good 65% yield by employing only 5 mol% of DTBP. This last result clearly supports that the mechanism described in Scheme 3 involving tBuO• radicals (generated from NaOtBu and 3-iodobenzofurans) is plausible.
SCHEME 4. Mechanistic Investigations

CONCLUSION
In summary, ring-opening of 3-aminobenzofuran derivatives 4 promoted by NaOtBu and O2 has been described. 3-Aminobenzofurans were prepared from the N-arylation reaction between aromatic amines and 3iodobenzofurans in the presence of Pd2dba3 and Cs2CO3 in toluene at 140 °C. When NaOtBu was used as the base, 3-aminobenzofuran derivatives 4 were not isolated because they rapidly reacted with tBuO • radicals and O2 to give, after benzofurans ring-opening, a series of novel -ketoimines 5 difficult to access by alternative routes. We believe that the ability of NaOtBu to promote in hot toluene, 3-aminobenzofuran ring-opening is of significant importance for the scientific community. 
EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
General Procedure for the synthesis of 5a-o and characterization data
Benzofuran 3 (0.550 mmol, 1.10 equiv), aniline 2 (0.500 mmol, 1.00 equiv), Pd2(dba)3 (0.025 mmol, 0.05 equiv), Xphos (0.050 mmol, 0.10 equiv), sodium tert-butoxide (2.50 mmol, 5.00 equiv) and toluene (5 mL) were added to a dried Sealed tube (30 mL) under air atmosphere. After the mixture was heated to 140°C and stirred for 16 hours, it was cooled to room temperature. The mixture was diluted with ethyl acetate (10 mL), filtered through a celite pad and concentrated. The solid was purified on silica gel chromatography (cyclohexane/ethyl acetate = 1/1] to afford the corresponding product 5. 
